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Assignment 1
Introduction & Rationale
Prison education in Wales is an increasingly significant area of research, focusing on how learning opportunities within custodial settings can support rehabilitation, reduce reoffending, and address social inequalities (Prison Education Trust, 2024). This study explores the role, accessibility and effectiveness of culinary education in Welsh prisons, alongside the broader social impact on prisoners, families, and communities.
This topic has been chosen due to the clear link between low educational attainment and incarceration. Evidence suggests that people in prison are significantly less likely to have formal qualifications opposed to the general population, highlighting systemic disadvantage before imprisonment (Clinks, 2024). In Wales, prison education primarily targets basic literacy, numeracy and vocational skills, reflecting the need to address these educational gaps. Furthermore, this study indicates that prison education can be transformative, enabling individuals to develop skills, improve employability and rebuild their lives post-release (O’Brien et al., 2022).
The significance in this research stems from its social and policy relevance. Studies show that engagement in prison education is associated with reduced reoffending and increased employment opportunities after release (Coates, 2016). In Wales, current research also highlights the wider impact of imprisonment on families and communities, including stigma, social exclusion and disrupted educational outcomes for children (Loucks et al., 2025). This demonstrates that prison education is not only an individual issue but a broader societal concern.
Additionally, contemporary literature emphasises the importance of creating supportive learning environments within prisons, built on trust, autonomy and collaboration (BERA, 2025). Despite its potential, prison education in Wales has faced challenges, including declining quality and limited participation, reinforcing the need for further research and policy development (UK Parliament, 2025).
Overall, this study is significant in advancing understanding of how education within prisons can support rehabilitation, reduce reoffending, and promote social justice in Wales. In doing so, it makes a distinct contribution to Welsh policy by providing context-specific insights into the effectiveness and accessibility of prison education, while also addressing gaps in existing research through its focused examination of lived experiences within the Welsh custodial system.
Literature Review: Prison Education in Wales
The existing literature on prison education in Wales—often examined alongside England due to shared governance and policy frameworks—highlights its central role in rehabilitation, while also revealing persistent tensions between policy ambitions and practice (Ministry of Justice, 2025). Prison education has increasingly been positioned as a key mechanism for reducing reoffending, improving employability, and supporting reintegration into society (House of Commons, 2022). Recent policy evidence indicates that prisoners who participate in education while in custody are more likely to secure employment upon release and less likely to reoffend (Ministry of Justice, 2018; Ministry of Justice, 2022). Similarly, O’Brien (2022) argues that engagement in education significantly reduces reconviction rates, reinforcing its importance in contemporary penal policy. These findings align with broader international evidence suggesting that correctional education is positively associated with post-release outcomes (Davis et al., 2019; OECD, 2019).
Despite broad consensus on the benefits of prison education, there is less agreement on its effectiveness in practice. Some scholars adopt an optimistic perspective, emphasising the transformative potential of education in supporting identity development, confidence, and social inclusion. For example, Behan (2021) highlights the role of education in fostering self-worth and personal agency among prisoners, framing learning as a process of empowerment. Similarly, Prisoners' Education Trust (2022) emphasises the importance of education in promoting desistance from crime and supporting long-term personal development. These perspectives conceptualise prison education as a form of lifelong learning that extends beyond vocational outcomes to encompass broader social justice goals.
In contrast, more critical perspectives highlight structural and institutional barriers that limit the impact of prison education. Although earlier critiques such as Czerniawski (2016) remain influential, more recent research continues to demonstrate that systemic issues—including overcrowding, limited resources, and competing security priorities—undermine the delivery and accessibility of education in prisons (Davies, 2013). These studies suggest that there remains a pronounced disconnect between policy language and everyday experience, with educational provision often constrained by the wider penal environment. This “policy–practice gap” is particularly relevant in the Welsh context, where devolved policy ambitions around education and rehabilitation may not always align with operational constraints within custodial settings.
Further debate within the literature centres on issues of access, participation, and quality. While education is widely recognised as a fundamental right, recent research indicates that many prisoners face substantial barriers to participation. Easton (2022) highlights issues such as limited course availability, inconsistent provision, and institutional restrictions that prevent meaningful engagement. Similarly, Ministry of Justice (2022) data suggests that individuals with the greatest educational needs—particularly those with low literacy and numeracy levels—are often the least likely to access or complete educational programmes. This raises important questions about equity and inclusivity within prison education systems, suggesting that provision may not adequately reach those who would benefit most.
In addition to structural barriers, qualitative research has highlighted issues of disengagement and motivation among prisoners. Slater (2023) found that some learners perceive prison education as irrelevant, overly basic, or disconnected from their future aspirations, leading to low levels of engagement. This suggests that the effectiveness of prison education is not solely determined by availability but also by its perceived value and relevance to learners. These findings underscore the need for a learner-centred approach that considers individual motivations, identities, and aspirations—an area that remains underexamined in the existing literature (Mehay, 2017).
A large share of research in this field has concentrated on assessing programme outcomes, especially regarding recidivism and employment. Large-scale evaluations, such as those conducted by Ipsos MORI (2018) and the Ministry of Justice (2018), provide valuable quantitative data on participation rates and outcomes. However, these studies often lack depth in understanding the lived experiences of learners and the processes through which education contributes to change. More recent reviews have highlighted that prison education research is methodologically uneven, with a predominance of qualitative studies but limited integration of mixed-method approaches (Berglund et al., 2025). Furthermore, much of the literature is concentrated in English-speaking countries, particularly the UK, which may limit the generalisability of findings.
Despite the growing body of research, several key gaps remain. Firstly, there is a lack of Wales-specific research, with many studies treating England and Wales as a single policy context. This risks overlooking important cultural, social, and policy differences that may shape educational provision and outcomes in Wales. Secondly, while outcome-based research is well established, there is comparatively limited exploration of the lived experiences of prisoners engaging in education, particularly in relation to confidence, motivation, and identity transformation. Thirdly, there is a notable absence of longitudinal research examining the long-term impact of prison education on individuals’ life trajectories after release. Finally, while existing studies identify systemic barriers, there is limited evidence on how these challenges can be effectively addressed in practice.
In summary, the literature demonstrates strong agreement that prison education has significant rehabilitative potential, particularly in reducing reoffending and supporting employability. However, there is considerable debate regarding its implementation, accessibility, and effectiveness. While a substantial evidence base exists—particularly within the UK context—important gaps remain in Wales-specific research and in understanding the subjective experiences of learners. This study seeks to address these gaps by focusing on the lived experiences and perceived impact of culinary education within Welsh prisons, contributing to a more nuanced and context-specific understanding of prison education and its role in rehabilitation.

Theoretical Framework / Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative approach to explore prison education in Wales, with particular attention to the lived experiences of learners. My positionality is shaped by an interest in social justice and educational inequality, recognising that individuals in prison are often from marginalised backgrounds with disrupted educational histories. This standpoint aligns with a critical and empathetic perspective recognising that knowledge is not neutral, but is shaped by social, political and institutional contexts (Creswell and Poth, 2018). As the researcher is not part of the prison population, it is essential to remain reflexive about power dynamics and representation, ensuring that participants’ voices are authentically and ethically represented (Berger, 2015).
Ontologically, this study takes a relativist position, recognising that reality is socially constructed and that multiple realities exist, each shaped by individuals’ experiences (Chafe, 2023). In the context of prison education, this means that the “reality” of education is not fixed but varies between prisoners, educators and institutions. For example, education may be experienced as transformative and empowering by some individuals, while others may perceive it as irrelevant or inaccessible. Recognising these multiple realities is essential for understanding the complexity of prison education beyond policy-level assumptions.
Epistemologically, this study is informed by an interpretivist perspective, which prioritises the understanding of knowledge through subjective meanings and lived experiences (Bryman, 2016). Rather than focusing solely on objective and measurable indicators (such as reoffending rates), the research centres on how individuals make sense of their educational experiences in prison. This approach is particularly appropriate in this context, as it enables a deeper exploration of identity, motivation, and personal transformation—dimensions often neglected in quantitative studies. As Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (2018) suggest, interpretivist inquiry aims to understand social phenomena through the meaning’s individuals attribute to them, making it especially suited to research on education and rehabilitation.
The research paradigm underpinning this study is constructivism. Constructivism is closely aligned with a relativist ontology and an interpretivist epistemology, suggesting that knowledge is co-created through interactions between the researcher and participants (Charmaz, 2014).In this study, understanding prison education involves engaging with participants’ narratives and recognising that findings are shaped through dialogue and interpretation. This paradigm supports the use of qualitative methods such as interviews or focus groups, which allow participants to share their perspectives in their own words.
While positivism has been influential in prison education research—particularly in studies measuring outcomes such as recidivism (Ministry of Justice, 2025)—it is limited in capturing the nuanced, subjective dimensions of learning. Positivism assumes a single objective reality that can be measured and quantified (Cohen et al., 2018), which may overlook the complex social and emotional aspects of education in prison. In contrast, constructivism enables a richer understanding of how education is experienced and valued by individuals. However, this study also acknowledges the potential value of pragmatism, particularly in recognising that both qualitative and quantitative approaches can contribute to a comprehensive understanding of prison education (Biesta, 2010).
Importantly, adopting a constructivist paradigm requires reflexivity throughout the research process. The researcher must continually reflect on how their own assumptions, values and interactions influence the data collected and its interpretation (Berger, 2015). This is particularly significant in prison research, where issues of power, trust and access can shape participant responses. Ethical considerations, such as informed consent, confidentiality and sensitivity to participants’ circumstances, are also central to the methodological approach.
In summary, this study is underpinned by a relativist ontology, interpretivist epistemology and constructivist paradigm. These philosophical positions support a qualitative methodology that prioritises lived experience and meaning-making. By adopting this framework, the study seeks to develop a richer, more nuanced understanding of prison education in Wales, addressing gaps in the literature that tend to prioritise measurable outcomes over lived experiences.

Research Methods and Tools
A mixed-methods approach is particularly well suited to this study, as it enables a comprehensive examination of the impact of culinary education in Welsh prisons through the integration of both qualitative and quantitative data. Mixed-methods research is increasingly recognised as valuable in social science research where complex phenomena—such as education, rehabilitation, and identity transformation—cannot be adequately captured through a single methodological approach (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011; Younas et al, 2024). In the context of prison education, this approach allows for both the measurement of outcomes, such as changes in self-efficacy, and the exploration of subjective experiences, such as perceptions of confidence and motivation.
One of the key reasons for adopting a mixed-methods approach in this study is the need to address different dimensions of the research questions. Quantitative data is particularly useful in examining measurable changes in academic self-efficacy and motivation. For example, pre- and post-programme surveys can provide statistical evidence of whether participation in culinary education is associated with significant improvements in learners’ confidence or engagement. Such data enhances the reliability and generalisability of findings, allowing for the identification of patterns across participants (Ahmed et al, 2024). In contrast, qualitative data—collected through interviews—enables a deeper exploration of how inmates experience and interpret their participation in education. This is crucial for examining processes such as identity development, motivation, and personal transformation—dimensions frequently neglected in exclusively quantitative research (Braun and Clarke, 2023).
The combination of qualitative and quantitative methods also supports triangulation, which strengthens the validity of the research. By comparing and combining different forms of data, researchers can cross-verify findings and foster a more robust understanding of the area of concern (Fetters and Molina-Azorin, 2020). For instance, if quantitative data indicates an increase in self-efficacy, qualitative data can help explain how and why these changes occurred, providing contextual depth. This is particularly important in prison research, where individual experiences are shaped by complex social and institutional factors.
Another advantage of mixed-methods research is its flexibility. This allows the researcher to adapt methods to suit the research context and questions, rather than being constrained by a single methodological framework (Schoonenboom and Johnson, 2017). In this study, such flexibility is crucial given the unparalleled challenges of conducting research in prison settings, including issues of access, trust, and participant engagement. A mixed-methods design enables the researcher to capture both broad trends and detailed personal narratives, ensuring that the research reflects the complexity of prison education.
However, despite these strengths, mixed-methods approaches also present several limitations. A major challenge lies in the complexity of both design and implementation. Integrating qualitative and quantitative methods demands careful planning to ensure that data collection and analysis remain coherent and aligned with the research objectives (Fetters and Molina-Azorin, 2020). This can be particularly demanding in terms of time, resources, and researcher expertise. Additionally, integrating different types of data can be methodologically challenging, as qualitative and quantitative data are based on different assumptions and analytical approaches.
Another limitation relates to practical constraints within prison environments. Collecting quantitative data, such as surveys, may be affected by issues such as literacy levels, time restrictions, and institutional regulations. Similarly, qualitative interviews may be influenced by power dynamics, with participants potentially feeling reluctant to speak openly due to concerns about confidentiality or repercussions. Recent research highlights that prison-based studies must carefully navigate ethical considerations, including informed consent, anonymity, and the potential vulnerability of participants (Jewkes, Bennett and Crewe, 2016). These challenges may impact the quality and depth of data collected.
There is also a risk that one method may dominate the research, leading to an imbalance in the data. For example, an overemphasis on quantitative measures may overlook the richness of participants’ experiences, while a predominantly qualitative focus may limit the ability to demonstrate measurable impact. To address this, it is important to ensure that both qualitative and quantitative components are given equal consideration and are effectively integrated during analysis and interpretation (Schoonenboom and Johnson, 2017).
Despite these limitations, the strengths of a mixed-methods approach make it particularly appropriate for this study. By combining quantitative measures of self-efficacy and motivation with qualitative insights into lived experience, the research can offer a more thorough and nuanced insight into the impact of culinary education in Welsh prisons. This approach aligns with contemporary research trends that emphasise the value of methodological pluralism in addressing complex social issues (Fetters and Molina-Azorin, 2020).
In conclusion, a mixed-methods approach offers significant advantages for this study by enabling the integration of measurable outcomes and subjective experiences. While challenges related to complexity, ethics, and practical constraints must be carefully managed, the use of both qualitative and quantitative methods enhances the depth, validity, and relevance of the research. This approach ultimately supports a more holistic understanding of how culinary education contributes to rehabilitation, personal development, and reintegration within the Welsh prison context.

Research Questions
This study seeks to explore the role of culinary education within prisons in Wales, with particular emphasis on its impact on learners’ confidence, motivation, and readiness for reintegration into society. Drawing on gaps identified in recent literature—particularly the limited focus on lived experience and Wales-specific contexts—this research is guided by three interrelated questions:
· Q1: In what ways do inmates perceive culinary education as shaping their confidence in learning and motivation for self-improvement? 
· Q2: To what extent does participation in culinary education significantly predict changes in inmates’ academic self-efficacy and motivation for personal development? 
· Q3: To what extent does participation in culinary education enhance inmates’ readiness for societal reintegration? 
Together, these questions aim to provide a holistic understanding of both the subjective and developmental impacts of prison-based culinary education, while contributing to policy and practice in Wales.
Ethical monitoring will be a central consideration throughout the research process, particularly given the vulnerabilities and power imbalances inherent in prison settings. Measures will be taken to ensure that participation is fully voluntary, with informed consent obtained clearly and without coercion, and that confidentiality and anonymity are maintained at all stages. Ongoing reflexivity will be applied to minimise potential harm and to ensure that participants feel safe and respected when sharing their experiences. These practices align with established ethical guidance for research in sensitive environments (Dalen, 2010).

Rationale for the Research Questions
The first research question (Q1) focuses on lived experience and perception, addressing a key gap in contemporary prison education research. While recent studies demonstrate a consistent relationship between education and reduced reoffending (Ministry of Justice, 2018; Davis et al., 2019), they often prioritise measurable outcomes over subjective experience. However, more recent research highlights that prison education plays a significant role in identity development, confidence-building, and motivation for change (Behan, 2021; Prisoners’ Education Trust, 2022). By exploring how inmates perceive culinary education, this study responds to increasing calls for learner-centred approaches that foreground agency, voice, and meaning-making within custodial settings.
The second research question (Q2) examines the relationship between participation in culinary education and academic self-efficacy and motivation. The concept of self-efficacy, developed by Albert Bandura (1977), remains central to understanding how individuals develop confidence in their ability to succeed. More recent research emphasises that self-efficacy is a key predictor of engagement, persistence, and achievement in adult learning contexts (Schunk and DiBenedetto, 2020). Despite this, there is limited contemporary research examining how vocational prison education—particularly culinary training—impacts these psychological dimensions. This question, therefore, aims to bridge theory and practice by examining both measurable changes and individual experiences.
The third research question (Q3) focuses on readiness for societal reintegration, a central aim of prison education policy. Recent evidence suggests that participation in prison education is associated with improved employment outcomes and reduced recidivism (Ministry of Justice, 2018; OECD, 2019). However, more recent studies also highlight persistent structural barriers, including stigma, labour market exclusion, and gaps between policy intentions and lived experiences (Davies, 2013). Culinary education may offer advantages due to its alignment with employment opportunities in the hospitality sector; however, reintegration is a multidimensional process involving identity, confidence, and social participation. This question therefore adopts a broader conceptualisation of reintegration, consistent with contemporary desistance-focused research.

Paradigmatic Positioning
These research questions are positioned within a constructivist framework, grounded in a relativist ontology and an interpretivist epistemology. This approach views knowledge as something that is socially constructed and developed through individual experiences and interactions. (Lincoln and Guba, 1986, cited in Hanson et al., 2019). Accordingly, inmates’ perceptions of culinary education in this study are viewed as varied and contextually shaped, rather than fixed or objective. 
At the same time, Q2 and Q3 incorporate elements of measurement and relational analysis, indicating a pragmatic methodological stance. Pragmatism advocates the use of multiple methods to address complex research questions and supports the integration of qualitative and quantitative data (Kaushik and Walsh, 2019). This approach enables the study to account for both subjective experiences and observable changes in confidence, motivation, and readiness for reintegration.
Data Requirements and Methods
Each research question requires distinct but complementary forms of data collection.
Q1: Perceptions of Confidence and Motivation
To address Q1, qualitative data will be gathered through semi-structured interviews with inmates engaged in culinary education programmes. This method facilitates a detailed exploration of personal experiences, perceptions, and processes of meaning-making (Braun and Clarke, 2023). The data will be analysed using thematic analysis, enabling key themes related to confidence and motivation to emerge inductively.
Q2: Self-Efficacy and Motivation
Q2 requires a mixed-methods approach. Quantitative data will be collected using validated self-efficacy measures adapted for adult learning contexts (van Dinther et al., 2019). Pre- and post-programme data will allow for analysis of changes over time. This will be complemented by qualitative interviews to provide deeper insight into how and why these changes occur.
Q3: Readiness for Reintegration
To address Q3, both qualitative and quantitative data will be collected. Interviews will explore inmates’ perceptions of readiness for employment, social engagement, and future planning. Structured questionnaires may also be used to assess employability skills and confidence. Bringing these data sources together through triangulation will strengthen validity and offer a more comprehensive understanding of reintegration (Flick, 2018).
Justification and Contribution
The integration of these research questions reflects a shift away from purely outcome-based evaluations of prison education towards a more nuanced understanding of processes of change, including confidence, motivation, and identity development. This aligns with recent research emphasising that rehabilitation is complex, non-linear, and socially embedded (Hopkins, 2021).
Furthermore, by focusing specifically on culinary education within Welsh prisons, this study addresses a significant gap in the literature. Much existing research treats England and Wales as a single policy context, overlooking regional differences. This study therefore makes a distinct contribution to Welsh policy, offering context-specific insights that can inform the design, delivery, and evaluation of prison education programmes in Wales.

Summary 
This study examines the impact of culinary education in Welsh prisons on inmates’ confidence, motivation, and readiness for reintegration. Using three research questions, it explores learners’ perceptions, changes in self-efficacy, and preparedness for life after release. Grounded in a constructivist and pragmatic framework, the research combines qualitative interviews with quantitative measures to capture both lived experiences and measurable outcomes. It addresses gaps in existing literature by focusing on Wales-specific contexts and vocational education. The study contributes to policy by providing evidence on how culinary education can support rehabilitation, enhance personal development, and improve reintegration outcomes within the Welsh prison system
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